
BIOLOGIST Ng Huck Hui dreams of
turning back the clock.

His research involves transforming
regular cells back into embryonic

stem (ES) cells – the body’s blank-
slate cells that can morph into any-

thing the body needs, from brain,
to heart, to nerve. If he succeeds,
the knowledge gained will open
the door to the kind of individual-
ised medicine where patients
bank their own cells, which can
then be coaxed into the rebuild-
ing of ailing or diseased organs.

His latest coup has been to dis-
cover the most important genes
in human ES cells, singling out

those critical to keeping such
cells in their original state.

The human body is made up of
more than 200 cell types, the build-

ing blocks of tissues and organs.
Stem cells divide and can mature in-

to specialised cell types called adult
stem cells. Blood stem cells, for exam-

ple, can become all sorts of blood
cells: red, white or platelets. But ES

cells do not occur in adults and are ob-
tained from early-stage embryos.

Researchers in Singapore were the first
in the world to look through the entire hu-
man genome on such a massive scale, sift-
ing through the entire complement of
21,000 genes to discover more than 500
candidates that keep ES cells in their un-
changed state. “Doing this in one experi-
ment rather than one gene at a time
makes it much more complicated,” said
Dr Ng. “It’s like having air-traffic control
looking at thousands of planes at once.”

Among the key genes discovered by Dr
Ng and his team this year was PRDM14,
which makes it faster and easier to “repro-
gramme” skin cells back into stem cells.

In a separate development, in 2006, a
group led by Dr Shinya Yamanaka in Ja-
pan was able to reprogramme skin cells to
become “pluripotent” stem cells, which

are very much like ES cells.
The hope is that pluripotent stem cells

can be used to create specialised cells to
transplant into the brains of Parkinson’s
patients, or into heart disease patients to
enhance heart function, for example.

PRDM14 allows stem cell colonies to
grow three to four times faster than usu-
al, said Dr Ng, senior group leader for
stem cell and development biology and as-
sociate director for biology at the Ge-
nome Institute of Singapore.

His team worked with a group led by
Institute Of Molecular and Cell Biology
principal investigator Frederic Bard, and
their work was published in the top scien-
tific journal Nature in October.

Dr Janet Rossant, senior scientist at
the developmental and stem cell biology
programme at Canada’s Hospital for Sick
Children, said the “unprecedented scale”
of the effort had added considerable new
information to understanding such cells’
amazing capacity to turn into any cell,
and would help in efforts to reprogramme
adult cells back into stem cells.

Said Dr Ng: “Many other labs were try-
ing to do this, but our breakthrough high-
lights the kind of critical mass we have
for such work. We have the right mix of
people willing to come together and work
on important projects.”

The work of Dr Ng and others like him
has given Singapore a reputation in hu-
man ES cell research that is up there with
the heavyweights. In 2008, the leading in-
dustry journal Cell Stem Cell ranked Sin-
gapore fourth, behind Britain, Israel and
China, in the field, after looking at papers
published on breakthroughs.

Dr Alan Colman, executive director of
the Singapore Stem Cell Consortium,
lauds Dr Ng and his colleagues for “keep-
ing Singapore at the top table of countries
plundering the secrets of human embryon-
ic stem cell regulation”.

Dr Ng’s work has been cited more than
8,000 times by other scientists in their re-
search papers. His work is far from done
though, the adjunct associate professor at
NUS and NTU said, and he sees many
more years of investigation ahead. But
the end goal is worth the effort.

“It’s really important to understand
how we can shuffle between the two
states of being a stem cell versus a nor-
mal cell,” he said. “Once we know
enough, we can control them.”
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Breakthroughs in
stem cell research
Study aims to alter cells
to embryonic ones that
can morph and help
rebuild ailing organs

LOCAL biotech start-up S*Bio could well
win the race to create the first “made-
in-Singapore” drug.

It has six potential drugs in various
stages of trials, with four being tested on
humans.

If all goes well, the front runner –
SB1518 – could be on sale by 2013, accord-
ing to S*Bio chief Jan-Anders Karlsson.

The drug aims to treat myelofibrosis, a
rare bone marrow disease for which there
is no treatment currently available.

Phase 2 trials of the drug are currently
being completed, and Phase 3 tests – the
last phase before applying for market ap-
proval – are set for the first half of next
year, he said.

Named because it was the 1,518th
chemical the company synthesised,
SB1518 has orphan drug designation in Eu-
rope and the United States. This means

the drug is recognised as a potential novel
treatment of a rare disorder, and could re-
ceive tax breaks and a speedier approval
process.

It could also potentially be used to
treat patients with cancers such as lym-
phoma. An initial study with lymphoma
patients has been promising, with SB1518
shrinking tumours in several patients and
stabilising the disease in others.

The compound attacks a harmful muta-
tion in human cells by stopping the action
of a faulty protein called Jak2 (“just anoth-
er kinase”). Kinases are enzymes that trig-
ger chemical reactions that the body
needs to function. But the bad Jak2 pro-
tein causes blood cell production to go in-
to overdrive, which can lead to cancer.
And no drug to halt Jak2 has yet been de-
vised.

The race is on because the company’s
major competitor already has a Jak2 inhib-
itor in Phase 3 trials. However, said Dr
Karlsson, what makes SB1518 unique is
that it could be used on more severe
forms of the disease.

The firm hit the headlines last year by
selling the licensing rights of three of its

cancer and autoimmune drugs to two
American companies, Onyx Pharmaceuti-
cals (to develop SB1518 and another Jak2
inhibitor SB1578) and Tragara Pharmaceu-
ticals (to develop SB1317 to treat blood
disorders).

If targets are met, S*Bio could re-
ceive US$662.5 million (S$870 mil-
lion) – US$550 million from Onyx
and US$112.5 million from Tragara
– and, on top of this, sales royal-
ties.

The global market in SB1518
alone is estimated to be worth
more than US$500 million.

Over the past three years,
the company has raised
US$76 million in investment
funds and licensing fees,
and made more than 120 pa-
tent applications, 20 of
which have already been
granted.

The firm has 50 employ-
ees, half of them research-
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1st made-in-S’pore drug on its way

Embryonic stem cells are the body’s blank-slate cells which
can turn into any cell that the body needs. If Dr Ng

succeeds in his research, the knowledge gained will open
the door to the kind of individualised medicine where
patients can bank their own cells, which can then be

coaxed into the rebuilding of ailing or diseased organs.
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Final phase of trials of
bone-marrow disease
treatment about to start

Dr Karlsson with one of S*Bio’s most
promising drugs, SB1518, which also
has potential as a cancer treatment.
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